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While political leaders, financiers, and corporate executives were meeting Jan. 25-30 at the World
Economic Forum (WEF) in Davos, Switzerland, 10,000 critics of globalization and neoliberal
economic policies held an alternative World Social Forum (WSF) in Porto Alegre, Brazil. Organizers
of the Brazil forum said they had built a foundation for a global anti-capitalist movement.
The WEF is a private nonprofit foundation created in 1971 whose members pay substantial fees to
attend the annual Davos invitational meeting at which they examine the world economy and debate
methods of expanding the globalization process. The WSF is an extension of the protests against
globalization that began in the late 1990s during meetings of the World Trade Organization (WTO),
International Monetary Fund (IMF), and World Bank.
One organizer of the WSF, Patricia Isasa of the Argentine Workers' Congress, said the alternative
forum attempts "to prove that, despite what is imposed as the only philosophy the neoliberal
approach, many alternative choices and ideas really exist."
Seeking alternatives to globalization At the WSF, activists and academics from 120 countries debated
how to develop a world without "a dictatorship of capital or rampant neoliberalism." Participants
accused the defenders of globalization at Davos of making living conditions worse for the poor in
developing countries and of enacting policies that have led to the deaths of thousands of children.
A "videobridge," a live debate by satellite between the Porto Alegre delegates and the economic
elite in Davos, ended in a shouting match with speakers talking past each other. The positions were
predictable: the Porto Alegre participants blamed unbridled capitalism, the IMF, and the World
Bank for the suffering in developing countries; those in Davos insisted that wealth must be created
by capitalism before it can be redistributed. Davos speakers said all programs to reduce poverty
must have a component of economic growth. Porto Alegre participants called for debt forgiveness
for developing nations and the adoption of the Tobin tax, a global tariff on crossborder financial
transactions named for Nobel laureate in economics James H. Tobin. It is designed to curb rapid
international capital flows and protect poor nations from world market crises.
"You are on the planet of the super-rich....We are on the planet of the poor, the marginalized, the
oppressed," said Philippine delegate Walden Bello of Focus Global South, addressing the Davos
panel of US financier George Soros, UN officials John Ruggie and Mark Malloch, and Swedish
businessman Bjorn Edlund. "It would be good for the thousands of businessmen in Davos to be
loaded into a space ship and for that space ship to take off."
Soros got into a heated exchange with Hebe de Bonafini, president of Argentina's Madres de la
Plaza de Mayo, in which she called the Davos' panel hypocrites and monsters, and Soros replied,
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"I want to initiate a dialogue with you, but you seem to not want to dialogue with me." After the
exchange, Porto Alegre participants said they had won points when Soros backed the Tobin tax.
Representatives of Colombia's Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) were at
the forum to win allies against the US-backed Plan Colombia, a US$1.3 billion effort to fight drug
trafficking and guerrillas. Javier Cifuentes, FARC international relations secretary, told WSF
participants that the US role in Colombia could derail any hope of peace. The WSF was not without
internal controversy.
A group of black participants at the forum protested to demand that the forum give more space to
issues affecting blacks. "We are more than 50% of the Brazilian population, but in the World Social
Forum we only have been given one hour out of a five-day meeting to express our opinions," said
Vanda Pinedo of the Movimiento de Negros Unidos.
From the start, organizers recognized that the diverse groups would not be able to agree on a single,
unifying proposal, but they said they will publish a letter with some of the long-held demands of the
anti-globalization movement. Those proposals include the Tobin tax and cancellation of all Third
World debt. They also announced that the WSF will meet every year to coincide with the Davos
meeting. They plan to meet next year in Porto Alegre again and in other cities after that. "We set
the foundations for a huge movement...the forum was a true historic happening," said organizer
Candido Grzybowski at the closing ceremony Jan. 30.

Anti-globalization protesters target Monsanto
A major incident during the Porto Alegre forum was the action by several hundred campesinos who
entered an experimental farm owned by US-based biotech firm Monsanto. The Monsanto plant,
which did not have security guards, is near the town of No Me Toque, 350 km north of Porto Alegre.
The campesinos, led by French activist farmer Jose Bove, pulled up two hectares of genetically
modified (GM) soybean plants. "This is a legitimate action," said Bove. "We are respecting the
law, which bans the sale of genetically modified products." The sale of GM seeds is prohibited in
Rio Grande do Sul, but small farmers say the federal government ignores the practice and allows
Monsanto to plant the seeds and to export them to neighboring countries, including Argentina and
Uruguay. "Humanity can no longer be at the mercy of the multinationals, those true agents of the
devil," said Joao Pedro Stedile of the Movimento Sem Terra (MST), standing beside an improvised
coffin. "If they do not quit marketing genetically modified soy, we will return, put the Monsanto
executives on a plane, and send them to the US."
Police ordered Bove to leave Brazil or face deportation, but a judge revoked that order, allowing
Bove to leave on his scheduled flight. Host city offers example of alternative Porto Alegre, a drab
riverside city, is the capital of Brazil's southernmost state of Rio Grande do Sul. For the past 12 years,
it has been governed by the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT), and it is often held up as an example of
effective alternatives to neoliberal economic policies. "We have 12 years experience in participatory
politics in Porto Alegre and two years in Rio Grande do Sul," said Gov. Olivio Dutra. "That's what
must have led the nongovernmental groups to choose this city."
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Porto Alegre was the first Brazilian city to pass laws ensuring equal employment opportunities to
racial minorities and handicapped residents. The UN ranks the city of 1.3 million people number
one in Brazil in quality of life because of its higher life expectancy, 97% literacy, and 99% of
homes with running water. Porto Alegre has an experimental budget program in which the
population, organized into community assemblies, votes on how public money is spent. The state
economy is growing three times faster than the national economy, and Porto Alegre has the lowest
unemployment in the country.
The model is not without critics, however. "This government says it's socialist but in practice it
governs from a neoliberal perspective without meeting social needs," said Jair Krische of the state's
Justice and Human Rights Movement.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

